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Simplicia Armstrong de Ramú
1863-1909
Clara Román-Odio, PhD
Professor of Latin American Studies
Kenyon College
Translated by Henry Hirschfeld
Cultivated writer, activist, and Puerto Rican spiritist, Simplicia Armstrong de Ramú was born in
the city of Ponce in 1863.1 Simplicia was the daughter of Tomás Armstrong, a Protestant
Englishman, and Ramona Márquez, a Catholic. Her father
passed away when she was barely five years old, and when
her mother died eight years later, she became an orphan in
charge of her nine year old brother. Armstrong de Ramú
dedicated her life to fighting for the emancipation of the
Puerto Rican woman.2 A person of original and complex
thought, she analyzed a society that was structurally
oppressed by sexism, misogyny, and religious intolerance.
She concluded that only women, who were expected to
shape the consciousness of new generations, could carry
out the necessary changes to make public space more
inclusive; that only the woman, in solidarity with her
emancipated peers, could truly liberate herself. Spiritism
inspired Armstrong de Ramú to take ownership of her own
knowledge in order to achieve a moral and intellectual
emancipation based on free thought and logic rather on
rules, traditions, or customs. She reimagined gender roles
as well as domesticity and adopted a spiritist spirituality
that allowed her to address the experience of the oppressed
with a profound sense of charity and justice.
Fig. 1: Photography of Simplicia
Armstrong de Ramú.3

Family and Education
Simplicia’s mother, a widow of poor health, enrolled her daughter as a boarding student,
since she lived far from the school. As a child, Simplicia had suffered from typhoid fever, and
since antibiotics were not yet discovered, she continued to battle that deadly disease all her life.
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Her mother died because of a virus, as well as her teacher, who spoiled Simplicia because of her
health condition. Another one of Simplicia’s teachers, Román Tinagero, a wise and austere man,
shared with her the memories he had of her father. He gave Simplicia a valuable moral lesson:
“You are an orphan; you cannot remember your father, but I knew him, and he came from a
strong and resilient family. You will also be strong. Your last name means strong arm (brazo
fuerte), and because of that, you will live up to his legacy.”4 Indeed, Armstrong has written: “my
strong arm has been my visible support. I have been my own motivation and I am the only one
responsible for my actions.”5 The moral education that Mr. Tinagero imparted to Simplicia at that
moment gave her the tools to face the many challenges of her fruitful but difficult life. She also
remembers many other teachers and mentors from throughout her life, explaining to her that the
root cause of women’s oppression is not their gender, but rather societal customs and systemic
biases. Thus, she urges: “Teach your children, and especially your daughters, to value
themselves: in my country we raise girls to think that they only serve as decorations, that
working hands are not the hands of noble ladies, and from that idea, thousands of problems
emerge that can only result in a deficient set of morals, as illustrated.”6
Simplicia’s husband, Mr. Fernando Ramú, served as the assistant manager of the Ponce
railroad station and was generally respected in the city for “his strong personal character.”7 The
marriage was clearly rooted in a deep and unwavering love, as the writer herself reflects in
“Amor conyugal: A mi buen esposo” (“Love in Marriage: To My Good Husband”):
When the morally and intellectually educated man and woman understand love in
all its greatness, they will never again sacrifice the heart’s natural inclinations for
tradition. (…) They will not get tired of one another, because they will care for
each other like parents, teach each other like teachers, and correct each other like
siblings. There will not be a commanding voice nor an obedient cry. They will
share the same desires and aspirations, and do what is best for them both, morally,
materially, and intellectually.8
Armstrong de Ramú also believed in divorce, which she considered, at times, “the only remedy,
because there are those who do not allow themselves, or their partners, to move forward.”9
However, as she explained in Ramo de azucenas (Bouquet of Lilies), she did not believe in free
love because she considered the purpose of marriage to be the formation of family and home; a
space where the greatest social good is cultivated.10 She understood parenthood, the task of a
loving couple, to be the purest expression of love in the material world.11 In the words of the
author:
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In the home, man utters his first cry, he receives his first kiss in the mother’s lap,
he shows his first smile. Under its roof he forms his voice, speaks his first words,
takes his first wobbly steps. In the home he learns God’s sweet name, he acquires
the essence of his character; in the home his ideas develop upon the first
expression of love.”12
Armstrong de Ramú considered love to be one of the laws of the “Great and Wise One” who
Kardec discussed.13 Thus, she scolds those who live alone, explaining to them the law of
attraction:
You wish to ruin the laws of eternity, and it is clear that you have not even
observed how attraction is the invisible bond that keeps the universe in order. In
the Infinite, attraction sustains the planets, in the air the birds, on the Earth
humanity, in the sea the fish, and in the soul the fire blessed by love. Nor the
colossal nor the microscopic can separate themselves from that wise Law, which
draws them in without ceasing. Thus, the man would fight in vain if he were to try
to free himself from that constant attraction, which is so sweet for those who live
and love, work and learn.14
An extraordinary woman in times of fighting for emancipation, Armstrong de Ramú
challenged the conventionalisms and customs of her time and served as a timeless model of an
emancipated woman. She was expelled from her hometown’s only Catholic Church for having
spread Spiritism in the newspapers, and had to “beg for a marriage blessing from a Protestant
minister, Father Espinosa,”15 since the courts would only recognize catholic marriages as legal.
She raised her adopted daughter, Amalia, in ways that were unconventional for her time;
contrary to her society’s customs, she wanted to liberate her daughter from futility and poor self
esteem:
A girl whom God has put under my custody has come into my home; and we
started to take care of her, not as they had taught us, but rather as reason told us.
The experience came to prove our methods successful: her throat and head kept
uncovered, her feet gently warmed, many walks taken in the fresh air, putting her
to sleep early and waking her up early, very light food (she was raised without
breastmilk), little cooked food, always given at fixed hours and never at night. All
this developed a robust child who rarely got sick, even though the other mothers
predicted that my method of raising the girl would kill her.16
At barely four years old, Amalia would read constantly. Her first book was a brief lecture about
the written work of a freethinker, and the girl read it so much that she came to know it by heart.17
Simplicia and Fernando discussed and agreed to raising Amalia together. Thus, the use of the
word “we” above is emphasized.
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Activism and Solidarity
Armstrong de Ramú’s spiritist and social activism was inspired by national and international
periodical publications founded by spiritist women. La Luz del Porvenir, led by Amalia Domingo
Soler of Spain, would exclusively publish articles by
women authors. It served as a public forum where the
spiritists of the world, including Armstrong de Ramú,
could write about and debate causes of oppression and
forms of emancipation.18 El Iris de Paz, founded in 1900
by Agustina Guffain of Mayagüez, Puerto Rico, published
collaborations by various pioneer spiritists from the Island:
Francisca Suárez, Simplicia Armstrong de Ramú, Agustina
Guffain, Dolores Baldoni, among other renowned
promoters of Spiritism.19 Solidarity among women is
particularly evident in the forward to Armstrong’s book,
Ramo de azucenas. She dedicates the book to Amalia
Domingo Soler as well as to her daughter, Amalia, so that
her writing tempers the girl’s soul and inspires her to
“work without rest for
the enhancement of the
woman, for study, love,
and work.”20
Fig. 2: Amalia Domingo Soler. 21

The first chapter of the book offers a tribute to
Agustina Guffain and asks for her help: “Speak with Sasport; I
need your assistance, not financial but material, because I
cannot dedicate much time to this work due to my delicate
health and my many commitments.”22 Later on in the book, in
her “Carta Abierta” (“Open Letter”), she honors Guffain’s
moral and intellectual work.23 Within this space of solidarity,
Armstrong de Ramú developed an activist philosophy that
analyzed, with rigor and critical distance, her country’s
Fig. 3: Agustina Guffain. 24
18

For more about Amalia Domingo Soler, see Amelina Correa Ramón, Hacia la reescritura del canon finisecular.
Nuevos estudios sobre las direcciones del Modernismo, Universidad de Granada, Granada, España, 2006, pp. 1-37;
Ma. Dolores Ramos, “Heterodoxias religiosas, familias espiritistas y apóstolas laicas a finales del s. XIX: Amalia
Domingo Soler y Belén Sárraga Hernández, Historia Social, No. 53 (2005): pp. 64-83.
19
Nancy Herzig Shannon, El Iris de Paz: El espiritismo y la mujer en Puerto Rico, 1900-1905, Río Piedras, P.R:
Ediciones Huracán, 2001, p. 82.
20
Armstrong de Ramú, Ramo, Op. Cit., p. 6.
21
Amalia Domingo Soler, Wikipedia, https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Amalia_Domingo_Soler.jpg
22
Ibid., p. 8.
23
Ibid., pp. 109-110.
24
Thanks to Dr. Dr. Michele R. Hewlett-Gómez, granddaughter of Agustina Guffain de Doittau, for granting us
access and use of these photographs and other materials.

5
oppressing traditions. Such traditions dehumanized and rendered the woman useless: from
religious Catholic sexist rites and archetypes, to offensive fanaticism, which kills all religious
feeling with persistent street language and prostitution. To this horizon of expectations, she
counters a pragmatic vision of solidarity for the enhancement and the emancipation of the
woman. In her words:
Let us invite the woman into the classroom, so that her reasoning may become
stronger, so that she may learn to form her own judgment, and so that she herself
can decide her creed, which will be no other than the one that all freethinkers
proclaim. (…) Take her to all of the places where the voice of progress resounds,
whether it be in school or the athenaeum, in the artisan’s studio, or in the office of
the sage, so that she can play an active role in the great social movement, and so
that she does not see in the man a tyrant but rather a friend, a spiritual partner in
life’s journey.25
As these words reflect, her vision is inclusive. She sees the woman as an active participant in the
formidable social changes promised by the new century.
Ramo de azucenas: a Social Radiography and a Spiritual Discovery
In 1908, Armstrong de Ramú published Ramo de azucenas, a
true defense for free thinking in which the author praises,
defends, and justifies the woman’s right to freedom of
thought. In thirty-four chapters, the author addresses various
relevant themes for spiritists of her time, such as women’s
rights in regards to domesticity; class and sustainable
economies; societal customs; and the relationship between
Spiritism and spirituality. The intended audience as well as
the purpose of the book is identified in a note to the reader:
“I offer to my sisters, the women, the fruit of my efforts,
showing you the path that will guide you to the fulfillment of
your duties and to the possession of our rights.”26
In Ramo de azucenas, Armstrong de Ramú uses Spiritism to
take radiographs of the social behavior of turn-of-the-century
Puerto Rico. She finds a nation with no clear direction,
buried under the hierarchies of gender, class, and the
religious prejudices of old Spain. By means of Spiritism and
freethinking, she discovers a spirituality that reconciles her
Fig. 4: Ramo de azucenas, Simplicia
Armstrong de Ramú, 1908.27
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with God, with the universe, and with society. It is a spirituality that, in an essential and basic
sense, does not search for something esoteric, exotic, or pious, but rather emerges from ordinary
life, and thus promotes the integration of the self with others. Armstrong de Ramú’s spiritual
discovery awakens a religious sentiment within her and shows her the true strength of charity:
“only known by those whose love spills over from their souls, who seem to live more for the
sake of giving than for their own existence.”28 In the final chapter of Ramo de azucenas,
dedicated to her Puerto Rican people, she puts this knowledge into practice with an everlasting
and universal thought:
Therefore, before being free, we must learn to be large, because small men are
worse than mischievous and inexperienced children, who must be held by the
hand to prevent them from falling.
Educating ourselves and making ourselves morally superior, we become free and
we no longer need judges to judge us, houses to imprison us, nor wars that give
us, using force, what we could have gotten using reason.”29
Her Final Days
The suffering that Simplicia Armstrong de Ramú experienced because of her illness
appears throughout her writing. Without treatment, typhoid fever can progress into hemorrhage
and intestinal perforation, delirium, or nuero-psychiatric complications.30 Signs of delirium can
present as reduced attention or loss of consciousness, confusion, or a change in cognitive
capacity.31 During her last days, Armstrong de Ramú lost her strong and beautiful intellectual
capacity amidst the symptoms of delirium. At 47 years old, on September 6, 1909, Simplicia
Armstrong de Ramú died as a result of third and fourth degree burns that she inflicted upon
herself.32
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